SO. Mallorca, Spain
Everything is green and soft, there are goats in the hills who wear bells around their necks that I hear all night but never see, and two donkeys, one light, one lighter still, that come to the fence for fresh apricots. Yesterday we went as a class to one of the world's most perfect beaches and swam way, way out-the nice thing about the Mediterranean-and then all the way back, and I slept like a rock for the first time in months. In Pollenca there is a gorgeous old square and a place to get heavenly coffee and liquid chocolate so thick you can stand a spoon in it.
I was reading Cory's most recent I'm sorry and I want you back e-mail out loud and all the girls were oohing and aahing and falling for it completely, and Jessica, who works with military boys in Garmish, Germany providing R and R inside a system she despises, said, "He sounds like a total narcis there is Ruth who works for The Guardian and keeps saying we're all mad as a box of frogs, and Kathy, who has written ten cookbooks, and Lina, who didn't want to study writing at all but just came over because she had readperhaps erroneously-on TripAdvisor that Ralph would sleep with anybody who signed up for a course, and London Sarah and New York Sarah and me, all hurtling the wrong way down a one-way because it is a shortcut.
Ralph's a nice guy and a pretty good cook with the single glaring exception of the skate wing he served last night, doused liberally in ammonia and so radically undercooked that you would have to have sawed it off the bone. We had watched the sunset over Cape Formentor and so were late and therefore already in trouble. Kathy said, "Has there been an accident?" so strong was the chemical smell when we walked in the room, and she took the skate back into the kitchen for a do-over, but even cooked through it was hard to choke down. Victor came home on the night he was going into the Navy to say goodbye to his mother, and the stepfather saw him and put a .37 Magnum to his own four-year-old's head and said if Victor didn't get out that minute he was going to blow the kid's brains out. He named his daughter after his ex-girlfriend from the Ardèche region of France, in spite of his then-wife's protests.
Not that being abnormal is necessarily a bad thing.
I look at my watch. I say the only thing I can think of saying, which is that I used to have a horse named Dakota. We are exactly thirty minutes into an hour-long lunch date. Then he says, "I must tell you, I am attracted to athletic bodies, not necessarily slender, but toned." I look at his thinning hair, his stringy ponytail, watch him eat a date wrapped in bacon, watch a drip of grease run down his chin. I want to say, I'll bet that twelve-year-old you sleep with is real slender. I want to say, I can lose weight if I want to but you'll still be short. What I do say is "Excuse me," make myself walk as far as the restroom, turn right instead of left, push through the front door of the restaurant and break into a run. "Rider, honey," she says, "Put the Game Boy down for a minute," and he does.
"Billy's wife Sue died under the water, honey," she says, "Can you take a moment and see if she's got anything to say to him; can you tell him if she's okay?" Rider sighs a little sigh and closes his eyes to try to see Sue. He is ten years old, a left-winger on the Aspen Leaf's hockey team and he is a bit tired of this gift the Universe has bestowed upon him.
"Mom," he says, "I think you are going to have to ask God those ques tions." He pauses for a minute like there might be more. "But she did come to my room last night. She has a thin face and glasses, right? And brown hair that she keeps in a ponytail most of the time. She seemed okay to me."
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Rider shrugs, picks up his Game Boy and turns back to his brother. We can see by the look on Billy's face that his description is right on and I can't tell which I love more, Rider's gift or his boundaries.
Around us the Woody Creek tavern sighs contentedly, like an old dog returned to the porch after a long day hunting, and the ghost of Hunter 
Provincetown, Massachusetts
Class is over and I take a walk out to the breakwater, the CCC project: a mil lion tons of granite in squared-off boulders laid end to end across the bay, from the place where town gives way to marsh out to land's end, the very, very tip of Cape Cod, curled back tight on itself like a fist. When the tide is running in or out it's loud out there, the water rushing under the granite. If you come out at night you can see the bioluminescence that gets created when aquatic glowing microorganisms get slammed into rock.
Now it is slack tide, utterly still. A heron stands in the marsh between me and the nude beach. A harbor seal turns lazy circles in the deep water to the west.
THE IOWA REVIEW
The night before I left Davis I stood in front of the old barn, the rabbit patch that will, by the time I get back, be turned into condominiums, and took back Orion from Cory, gave it to Fenton and the future, took back the green belt and the bats and the whales. That day at acupuncture Denise had said, "You know, Pam, you are sup ported," and I saw a pair of cupped hands, lined and fleshy, poised to receive, maybe water, maybe something water only stands for, and I said, "I do know," because at least in that moment I did. An owl called from inside the hayloft door, and I had my toes in the water of feeling good without doing. Also, there is nothing more real about the moments where you are denied love, than the moments when it is all right there for you and you are truly in the center of your life.
At the queer cluster symposium that afternoon, all of the snacks were vegan. If there is a God, why would he waste all his time making Hell? Now the sun is getting ready to set somewhere west behind Boston, and the sky's gone all soft blues and pinks.
"Okay," I say, out loud, which feels both right and ridiculous. I'll admit that I don't know who I am praying to. Something somewhere between ocean 53
and God. "I think I am finally ready for love. after we had agreed to exchange addresses and then couldn't find a pen;
after we had gone up to Rick's room, nothing salacious but he knew there was a pen there; after he became the fourth man in six months to say, "I want to say this in a way that makes you think I am a normal person"; after he had told me about the woman who had a face and arms but no body, and the man who had no face but was only a suit of clothes; after he pulled out of his briefcase a card with the very same hands I had seen in the sky over and Heather has bought a pair of white plastic shoes for a hundred dollars and forty-nine cents. Then we bumped into Janeane Garofalo's dog walker with her two black Danes with their spiked-out collars even though they were the sweetest peas ever, and that counted as a celebrity sighting I could really get behind. I grew up in Trenton, New Jersey, and when I was a kid, my mother would keep me out of school a day or two a week so I could go into Manhattan with her for her auditions. At the end of the day we would get Italian ices while we waited in the traffic line for the Lincoln Tunnel-she always got lemon, I
always got cherry-and we kept the top down on the old Mustang both ways through that tunnel and never even thought about exhaust. Tucked into our Frette sheets at the Bowery, I report to Heather that Bucky 55
Baxter recently said I was the most interesting woman in Creede, which I real ize could fall under the category of damming with faint praise, and Heather smiles sweetly and says, "Bucky wants you to be his next ex-wife."
At the Elks Fourth of July dance Bucky told me that now that he has turned fifty-two he has decided to only fuck women he really likes. Which was not to make me think he didn't still fuck like an animal, because he could assure me that he did. from Sophie to SoFree." I wanted to say, "Six days is not time enough to love me all the way down to the bone." I wanted to say, "If I love you then I will not have the opportunity to fulfill Tami's prophecy and break furniture with Bucky Baxter." But on the off chance that I already loved him back, I, for a change, said nothing at all. "Come here and talk to me for a minute," Amanda had said, after that first Watsu, bobbing backwards to the part of the pool that was shaded by a fine mesh overhead. "Something happened during our session, and it was pretty unusual, and I think I should tell you about it." "Yes," I said, "please."
"Well," she said, "We got into the quiet place, you know?" I nodded. So that was where we had been.
"And I was trying to work that spike out of your hip."
I nodded again.
"Anyway," she said, "I got that spike out."
THE IOWA REVIEW I flexed my hip under the water, and sure enough, the pain that had been with me since they set my four-year-old femur incorrectly was at least tem porarily gone. "And then this big..." she paused a moment, "let's call it," she paused again, "well, let's not call it anything right now." But with her hands she had made the distinct outline of a cage. "It came down with us inside it, and I thought, 'Wow, what is this?' And then all of a sudden there was this wooosh! And this thing pulled every single spike out of your body."
"Like a magnet," I said.
"Exactly," she said. "And they told me to tell you," she went on, "they said, it's up to you, you know? You can do whatever you want, but as of right now, you are spike-free.
You've got a clean slate. It's entirely up to you how many of those spikes you want to put back in there."
"None of them!" I said, so I wouldn't have to ask who the they were.
"Pretty cool, huh?" she said, and lay back in the water, blowing bubbles like a fish.
Drigung, Tibet
Tsering and Shelly and I follow an old lama to the top of a bald hill above the monastery in the cool morning air. We have been told there will be three corpses, a man, a woman, and a child, and that they are unrelated, though they appear to us like a little family, laid out on the platform, wrapped in their cotton shrouds.
"We are very lucky," Tsering says, "Many corpses today." When he says corpse, it sounds like copse, as in pines.
The man who will prepare the bodies arrives and begins to unwrap the first corpse. Tsering told us the bodies would be quartered, but the word filleted is the one that jumps to mind. A little way up the hill, roughly a hundred vultures jockey for position against a rope held in place by several family members of the deceased. They are wild birds, but Drigung is one of the most accessible monasteries practicing sky burials, and the birds know to come at 11 a.m. for their almost daily feed.
Tsering explains that the man with the big knife will make four incisions, one around the chin, one down the center of the torso, and two at a diagonal down the shoulder blades. They pull the skin off the bones, he says, because if they don't give the vultures the bones first, they sometimes eat the flesh PAM HOUSTON and leave the bones, and then the whole person doesn't ascend together, and there is more work for the butchers to pound the bones into pulp. He hesi tates enough over the word butcher that I know he is not quite happy with it, but he doesn't know a better one. "These men," he says, "that do the cutting. They are not allowed to marry.
Their karma is very very bad; no one would marry them because of what they do. It is the same with the men who butcher animals." "Do you mean that this job is punishment for their last life," I ask him, "or that they will be punished for this job in the next life?" "Yes," he says. "Also jewelers. It is the same." "Jewelers?" I say, "Why?" "It is just what we believe," he tells me.
"Is it because they are wealthy?" I ask.
"It is just what we believe," he says again.
All three bodies are cut into pieces, and I miss whatever sign the lama gives to the men who have been holding the rope. When the vultures run in, the smell takes up all the air on the mountaintop, and as they rush past me I can see they are huge birds, each of them half the size of a man. There is squawking and shrieking; several birds go after one femur, another makes off with a forearm, the hand, with all the flesh still on it, bouncing along the stones at my feet. No less than six birds are pulling in different directions on a skull that is still attached to a spine that is still attached to one leg and the skull is laughing. The old lama plays tug of war with a vulture over a leg bone, and when he wins he lifts another vulture, this one nearly featherless, out of the melee and gives him what is left of the bone.
"That is a sick one," Tsering says.
Every so often the butcher picks up a really aggressive vulture by its head and hauls it off to the side.
When there is nothing left but skulls and pelvises, the butcher steps in again and pounds the big bones into pulp with a giant mallet. Bone pulp flies all over the place and a huge wad of it lands on Tsering's arm. In seconds a member of the family of the deceased comes over with a little bottle of alcohol and wipes it clean for him. His preparedness makes me realize this must happen all the time. Tsering smiles at the man from under his Scooby Doo hat.
On the walk back down the hill Tsering says, "When I see the sky burial, all the desire to have money and get more things goes away, because you see THE IOWA REVIEW a man, then you see him dead in a ball, then you see him cut to pieces, and in twenty or thirty minutes he is nothing, it is like he never existed."
Tsering picks sage so that we can burn it in the little stupa back at the monastery. When we get there he shows me how to stick my whole upper body in so that I won't take the bad luck with me back into the world. When I can't see or breathe anymore I pull my head out, but Denzing grabs me by the scruff of the neck and pushes me back in.
"It is very unusual," Tsering says, when Denzing finally turns me loose, "a westerner, here, at this ceremony. Denzing is afraid that now the car will crash."
Denzing holds Shelley in the stupa so long I think she will surely asphyxi ate. When he finally lets her out he talks with some urgency for several minutes to Tsering in Tibetan, and when he is finished we ask what he said.
Tsering thinks a long time and says, "Denzing says it is good to be happy all the time." "Really," Shelly says, "All those words?" "And," Tsering says, after a pause, "He says it is sometimes also good to I think about when a pink mouth opened in a white sky over Davis, and I saw, for the second time, the cupped waiting hands. 
Istanbul, Turkey
At the Sultan's Palace: beautiful long-limbed girl, sexy, but not too sexy, lots of brassy hair, surrounded by seven or eight international travelers her age.
To an Australian boy with acne scars, she says, "You are walking through the Topkapi Palace with three beautiful women, what more do you want?" The other young women are not in the same room of beautiful as she, but they accept the compliment, don't dare to interrupt. The boy says, "Maybe if you were all naked." And laughs.
One of the other girls, a Swede, says "No," meaning, go fuck yourself, acne face. The brassy-haired girl holds her fingers to the Swede's lips, says, "My parents taught me to never say no immediately." "To men?" the Swede asks. 61
"To anything," she says.
We are in line waiting to get into the harem, miles of tiled, low-lit corri dors and rooms so thick with ghosts of women in captivity you can feel their hair on your arm, their jasmine-scented breath on your face.
In contemporary Istanbul, the dervishes have finally invited the women to whirl.
In the Blue Mosque there are two hundred fifty thousand tiles the color of sky. When the sun comes out, inside is sky and outside is golden. I am forty-six years old and ashamed of the fact that this is the first mosque of my life, but later, when the evening call to prayer catches me in the garden between the Blue Mosque and the Hagia Sophia, call and echo, echo and answer, bouncing off domes and turrets that have stood on this hill for fif teen hundred years, I know that faith springs out of doubt like topsoil, and that one sure thing I am is here right now.
Across the Golden Horn where the Bosphorus meets the Sea of Marmara, the Asian half of the city glistens in the twilight. maybe nineteen, offers me a Kleenex, puts both hands over his heart when I take it, says I look just like his mother when I cry.
